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EDITORS’ NOTE 
 
This international seminar on Language Maintenance and Shift IV (LAMAS IV for short) is a 
continuation of the previous international seminar with the same theme conducted by the 
Master Program in Linguistics, Diponegoro University on 18 November 2014.  
 
We would like to extend our deepest gratitude to the seminar committee for putting together 
the seminar that gave rise to this collection of papers. Thanks also go to the Head and the 
Secretary of the Master Program in Linguistics Diponegoro University, without whom the 
seminar would not have been possible. 
 
The table of contents lists all the papers presented at the seminar: The first four papers are 
those presented by invited keynote speakers. They are Dr. Sugiyono (Badan Pengembangan 
dan Pembinaan Bahasa, Jakarta, Indonesia), Dr. Zane Goebel (La Trobe University, 
Melbourne, Australia), Prof. Yudha Thianto, Ph.D. (Trinity Christian College, Illinois, USA), 
Dr. Deli Nirmala, M.Hum (Diponegoro University, Semarang, Indonesia). 
 
In terms of the topic areas, there are 21 papers in applied linguistics, 20 papers in 
sociolinguistics, 14 papers in theoretical linguistics, 18 papers in discourse/pragmatics, and 13 
papers (miscellaneous).  
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INCHOATIVE VERBS IN INDONESIAN 
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Udayana University, Denpasar 
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Abstract 
 
It is widely observed that inchoative verbs in many languages are obtained by a 
transitive/intransitive alternation in which the transitive member of the verbs has a 
causative construal whereas its intransitive member relates to an anticausative or 
inchoative reading and the obtained inchoative verbs are commonly linked to a single 
form. In Indonesian, however, I show that they can come in three different forms. 
 
Keywords: stative, transitive/intransitive alternations, agentivity 
 
 
1. Introduction 
There are three types of inchoative verbs in Indonesian. The first class is marked by bare forms (i.e. 
having no verbal prefix attached to the base) which are derived from resultative adjectives. The 
Second class is signaled by the ter-form, i.e. the base takes the verbal prefix ter-, and the third class 
gets a verbal prefix me-N attached to the base. In what follows, the properties of each class are 
described. 
 
2. Class I inchoatives 
Class I inchoative verbs are derived from adjectives; they are commonly called stative verbs 
or simply statives. They come in bare forms. The underlying status of the adjectives associated with 
these form is that they are different kinds of adjectives. They are classed as adjectives denoting a result 
state. As the name suggests, they are linked to a state that implies a prior event to bring about such a 
state (Koontz-Garboden 2005). They are distinguished from those that do not imply the occurrence of 
such an event. This latter classification of adjectives is referred to as adjectives denoting a property 
concept state. 
Sentence (1) shows that the result-state adjective entails a prior event leading to the state. The 
denial of such an event renders (1) to be infelicitous.  
 
(1) #Gelas  itu  pecah tapi tidak  ada  yang  memecahkan=nya 
 glass that broken but NEG exist REL AV.break.CAUS=3 
 ‘The glass is broken but nobody has broken it’ 
 
In contrast to result-state adjectives, the adjectives denoting a property concept do not imply a prior 
event. A girl who is beautiful, for example, does not necessarily need beautification. Hence, sentence 
(2) is well-formed.  
 
(2) Gadis itu cantik tapi tidak ada yang mempercantik=nya 
 girl that beautiful but NEG exist REL  AV.CAUS.beautiful=3 
 ‘That girl is beautiful but nobody has beautified her’ 
 
 In their function as (stative) verbs, the form pecah ‘break’ is often called the non-causative 
change of state verbs which can be paired with causative change of state verbs leading to an 
alternation as shown in the following examples. 
 
(3) a. Dia memecahkan  gelas  itu 
 3SG AV.break,CAUS glass that 
 ‘(S)he broke the glass’ 
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 b. Gelas itu pecah 
 glass that break 
 ‘The glass broke’ 
 
The chief difference that can be drawn from the alternation has to do with agentivity. The verb 
memecahkan  requires the existence of an agent marked by the prefix meN- which in transitive verbs 
serves as indicating an agent-oriented prefix. The verb pecah, on the other hand, is conceived of as 
occurring without an agent. In other words, they are considered as occurring simultaneously 
(Haspelmath 1993). 
 Non-causative change of state verbs (also called inchoative verbs) have only one argument, 
they are then similar to passives for the reason that the single argument of the inchoative and passive 
sentences is the underlying object. However, they are different from passives in that the agent in 
passives is still inherent and detectable while the inchoative verbs, as noted, cannot be linked to 
agentivity at all. This situation is testable by means of by-phrase, agent-oriented adverb modification, 
and control into a purposive clause tests (Schäfer 2010, Levin and Rappoport Hovav 1995, and 
others). 
 Thus applying the passive tests stated above render (4a-b) acceptable while an attempt to do 
the same for sentences containing inchoative verbs make (5a-b) ungrammatical. 
 
(4) a. Gelas itu dipecahkan oleh dia/ dengan sengaja 
 glass that PASS.break.CAUS by 3SG with purpose 
 ‘The glass was broken by him/her/on purpose’ 
 b.  [Gelas itu]i dipecahkan [PRO*i/j untuk  mendapatkan  hadiah] 
  gelas that PASS.break.CAUS to AV.get reward 
  ‘The glass was broken to get a reward’ 
 
(5) a. *Gelas itu pecah oleh dia/ dengan sengaja 
  glass  that  break  by 3SG with purpose 
 *‘The glass broke by him/her/ on purpose’ 
 b. *[Gelas  itu]i pecah [PRO*i/*j untuk  mendapatkan  hadiah] 
    gelas that break  to AV.get reward 
  ‘The glass was broken to get a reward’ 
 
3. Class II Inchoatives 
 Unlike class I inchoative verbs, the class II inchoative verbs are not marked by bare forms. 
They uniformly take prefix ter- to encode the inchoativity and their base forms are commonly realized 
by a verb or a noun. The inchoative class I verbs also participate in Class II inchoative verbs serving as 
base verbs to which the prefix ter- must be attached in order to achieve their inchoative status.
11
 
That the ter- verb can enter into inchoative verbs can be seen in the following alternation. 
 
(6) a. Komandan itu mem(p)ecah pasukan itu 
 commander that AV.break troop that 
 ‘The commander broke (i.e. the formation of) the troops’ 
 b. Pasukan itu terpecah 
 troop that TER.break 
 ‘The troops become broken’ 
 
In sentence (6b), the verb terpecah ‘become broken’ can alternate with their causative counterpart 
memecah ‘break’. Importantly, one might entertain the idea that the verb terpecah which takes the ter- 
prefix bears a similarity to the passive verb dipecah which takes di- prefix based on the fact that both 
of the verbs take only one argument and this argument receives the thematic role of theme or patient. 
This can be proved by the fact that PP by-phrase can be inserted. 
                                                          
11
 Equally importantly, the Class II Inchoatives also have a resultative reading much like the Class I Inchoatives. 
For further details, see Udayana (2013) for the related verbs having similar status in Balinese. 
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(7) a. Tono dibunuh oleh  orang  itu 
 Tono PASS.kill by man that 
 ‘Tono was killed by the man’ 
 b. Tono terbunuh oleh orang itu 
 Tono TER.kill by man that 
 ‘Tono was killed by the man’ 
 
One important thing to note here is that Indonesian does not have an overt marker to encode volitivity 
in active sentences unlike Sinhala (Beavers and Zubair 2011). However, in a passive like the one in 
(7a) can be taken as encoding the volitive passive by default while the one in (7b) as its involitive 
counterpart. Given this, their contrast in terms of volitivity can often be shown in one single sentence 
(Sneddon 1996), as given in (8). (To make a clear distinction between the two passives, I now gloss 
the di- passive as the volitive (VOL) passive while the ter- passive as the involitive (INV) passive) 
 
(8) Apakah Tono dibunuh atau  terbunuh 
 QW Tono VOL.PASS-kill or INV.PASS.kill 
 oleh orang itu? 
 by man that 
 ‘Was Tono intentionally or unintentionally killed by the man?’ 
 
In line with this distinction, the clause containing the verb terpecah in (6b) is obviously 
ambiguous between an inchoative reading and an involitive passive reading. The ambiguity is non-
existent, however, in ter- inchoatives with a noun-base terletak ‘to be in a location’, as in (9b). This is 
clearly vindicated when the noun-base inchoatives are inserted with the agent by phrase which 
automatically makes (9b) ill-formed while the insertion of such a phrase in (9c), in which the verb 
terletak which gets the causative formative –kan is grammatical, making the verb terletakkan not an 
inchoative per se.
12
 
 
(9) a. Ia meletakkan  buku itu di atas meja 
 3SG AV.location.CAUS book that at on table 
 ‘(S)he put the book on the table’ 
 b.  Buku itu terletak di atas meja/ *oleh  dia 
 book that TER-location at on table/ by 3SG 
 ‘The book was located on the table/*by him/her’ 
 c. Buku itu terletakkan di atas meja/ oleh dia 
 book that TER.locate.CAUS at on table/ by 3SG 
 ‘The book was made to be located on the table/ by him/her’ 
 
Inchoatives and middles are often said to have a similar operation (Condoravdi 1989). What 
sets inchoatives apart from middles is the fact that the former remains non-agentive while the latter is 
agentive. That an inchoative (marked by the verbal prefix ter-) is non-agentive is supported by (10b) 
in which it passes the dengan sendirinya ‘by itself/him/herself’ test while the verbs signaled by the 
verbal prefix ber- in berpecah which belong to middles (Udayana and Beavers 2013) do not.  
 
(10) a. #Pasukan  itu berpecah dengan  sendirinya 
 troop that MV.break with self 
 ‘The troop broke by itself’ 
 b. Pasukan  itu terpecah  dengan  sendirinya 
 troop that TER.break by self 
 ‘The troop broke by itself’ 
 
                                                          
12
 While this distinction is consistent with the noun-base inchoatives, some verb-base  inchoatives may exhibit 
the same phenomenon as in terbayar ‘become paid’ versus terbayarkan ‘cause to be paid, terbaca ‘become read’ 
versus terbacakan ‘cause to be read’, etc. 
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4. Class III inchoatives 
Class III inchoative verbs are marked by the verbal prefix me-N with either adjective-base 
(11a) or noun-base (11b), as shown in the following alternations. 
 
(11) a Dia mengeringkan baju itu 
 3SG AV.dry.CAUS shirt that 
 ‘(S)he dried the dress’ 
 b. Baju itu mengering 
 shirt that AV.dry 
 ‘The shirt dried’ 
(12) a. Tono menjandakan   wanita  itu 
 Tono AV.widow.CAUS  woman that 
 ‘Tono caused the woman to be a widow 
 b.  Wanita  itu menjanda 
 woman that AV.widow 
 ‘The woman became a widow’ 
 
The verbs in (b) sentences still contain the meN- prefix which is commonly associated with an agent-
oriented marker in transitive clauses. Thus under this view, the (b) sentences are expected to be 
agentive. However, the insertion of the agent-oriented adverbial test dengan sengaja ‘on purpose’ 
makes (13) ungrammatical, proving that this type of verb is not agentive and thus licensing it to be 
inchoative. 
 
(13) *Baju itu dengan sengaja mengering 
 dress that with intention AV.dry 
 *‘That dress intentionally dried’ 
 
Recent study on meN- prefix by Soh and Nomoto (2009) on Standard Malay argue that this prefix both 
used in transitive and intransitive clauses must not be kept distinct due to their commonalities with 
respect to its aspectual properties, i.e. being compatible with the progressive aspect. The adjective-
base inchoatives can exhibit an iterative change of states by passing the sedang ‘PROG’ and semakin 
’more and more’ tests and so do the noun-base inchoatives, indicating that the meN-form in its 
intransitive use has a progressive reading par excellence. 
 
(14) a.  Padi itu  sedang/  semakin  menguning 
 rice that PROG more.and.more   AV.yellow  
 ‘The rice is yellowing/The rice is becoming yellow more and more’ 
b.  Dia  sedang / semakin menjanda 
 3SG PROG more and more AV.widow 
 ‘She is living as a widow/She is becoming a widow more and more (i.e. prolongs her 
 status as a widow)’ 
 
5. Conclusion 
This paper demonstrates that inchoative verbs in Indonesian (Class I through Class III) are consistent 
with the conception such that they are consistently conceived of as occurring without an agent. Class I 
inchoatives are stative verbs whose base is realized by a resultative adjective requiring a prior event 
leading to the result state. The ter-/ ber-  opposition consistently show that the ter- forms are 
inchoative (Class II) while ber- belongs to the other operation /middle verbs which are agentive in 
nature. Class III inchoative verbs are also stative, however they may exhibit an iterative change of 
states, causing them to have the same aspectual properties as their causative change of state verb 
counterparts. 
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